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My Magnificent Seven: A Memoir of Students  

Who Have Shaped My Teaching  
 

Seven.  I admire that number.  Many important things come in groups of 
seven – weekdays, chakras, cardinal virtues, deadly sins, wonders of the world, 
colors of the rainbow, and, according to Shakespeare, stages of man. 
Professionally, seven holds special meaning for me.  Over the stages of my 
development as a teacher, seven students have influenced both my philosophy 
about teaching and learning as well as my classroom practice.     

By age seven, I knew my life’s vocation; that is to say, my calling. Clearly, 
it was teaching.  When asked, “And what do YOU want to be when YOU grow 
up?” my response was consistent, quick, and confident, “ I’m gonna be a 
teacher.”  Though teaching was nowhere in my family’s blue collar background, 
its seed was planted early and deep within my being.  I recall, for example, 
feeling delighted when playing  “school.”  Stepping into my preconceived images 
of  teacher, I would cover my blond curls with a white towel wimple and secure a 
long black scarf to it using two or three safety pins. Once in my nun’s garb, I 
would walk solemnly into one of our three bedrooms.  Inside a ‘classroom,’ I 
would jot a brief note to my older sister, Bonnie, on the small standing 
blackboard, or I would admonish my students for their misconduct or poor 
performance on one thing or another. Often, my departure would be reverential 
(eyes cast downward), and noisy (jiggling rosary beads in my pants pocket and 
slamming the door behind me). I was known as Sister Santasia (our baby sitter’s 
name was Anastasia), and Bonnie took the name, Sister Cecelia Marie.  

After completing a B.S. in Spanish and Speech, I taught Spanish for three 
years at the high school and junior high school level in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  
During that same interval, I began ‘testing the waters’ in alternative instructional 
venues.  Two of my most memorable were in Adult Basic Education and pre-
school foreign language. After completing my M.A. in English as a Second 
Language, and Ph.D. in Foreign Language Education, I had taught students 
ranging in ages between three and eighty-three.  Now, as I reflect on an 
extensive sample size, there have been seven students whose personal impact 
on me has been extraordinary – they have transformed me and my perspectives 
on teaching and learning.  Below is a brief ‘tickler’ that introduces you to my  
“magnificent seven.”  
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Reggie: A three-year-old African American student in a  
demonstration preschool Spanish class  

Nancy:  An over-achieving 13 year old who garnered the role of Goldilocks  
  in a middle school’s first Foreign Language Festival 

Nacho:  A twenty-something gay student teacher from El Paso, Texas 
Sauwo:  An illiterate Liberian grandmother whom I taught to read  

and write   
Daniel: A high school senior registered in my beginning Spanish class  

and study hall  
 Mr. Park:  A Korean grandfather participating in an evening Adult ESL class 

Mr. Poon: A Cambodian scholar enrolled in two ESL classes that I taught 
 
Reflecting on my thirty-plus years in teaching. I have come to think of those 
seven students as ‘reservoirs of revelation.’  Through their uniqueness, each one 
has caused a hidden aspect of my teaching soul to be revealed.  Because of their 
personal attributes, special attitudes, and sometimes-challenging behaviors, I 
was brought to the edge of my instructional comfort zone, and summarily 
pushed over.  In this memoir, my goal is to relate key memories I have of each 
student, identify a suitable symbol that represents each one, and describe each 
student’s unique imprint on my classroom practice.  
 
REGGIE aka Pepe 
Symbol:  An exclamation point  
 

It was a winter quarter in the mid-1970s, when I found myself co-teaching 
a two-hour demonstration Spanish class in the College of Education. That class 
was unique in three ways: 1) it had never been taught before; 2) the students 
were all younger than five; and, 3) each session was videotaped for subsequent 
observation and discussion by students majoring in foreign language education. 
Wendy, my co-instructor, and I agreed that we wanted our students to 
experience the myriad differences between two cultures. So, as they crossed the 
border (threshold) and entered our classroom, they saw us wearing bright 
colored skirts and jaraches, heard themselves called by new names, and were 
handed Minnesota version of chocolate con churros (hot chocolate and sugared 
donut holes). 

 Reggie always arrived early, and he found waiting to cross the border to 
be a challenge. Finally, when the door opened, he relished taking a short run 
down the hallway and long-jumping into the room. Within seconds, I sensed the 
invisible particles and waves within our learning space speed up as Reggie’s small 
body explored every nook and cranny.  With the videotape running less than a 
minute or two, Reggie would easily claim much of our cultural island for himself. 
Initially, I found myself feeling not only overwhelmed by this ‘spirited bundle,’ 
but also, I felt intimidated by the video camera that was capturing everything on 
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tape for the class discussion and critique that would take place later that 
morning.  

On a ten-scale ‘energy-o-meter,’ Reggie consistently registered an eleven. 
He embodied a special type of energy that I started to describe with words such 
as “sizzling,” “whizzing,” or “zipping.” His descriptive adjective just had to 
include the [z] sound. In fact, when referring to him during the video debriefing 
sessions, I found myself using a bumble bee metaphor. On a literal level, Reggie 
buzzed around from one activity to another.  On a figurative level, he pollinated 
a couple of ideas that deeply influenced my teaching practice.  One of those, not 
surprisingly, revolved around the concept of energy. 

Reggie’s energy affected him, his peers, my co-teacher, the learning 
environment, and me.  After only two or three lessons, I began noticing and 
reading not only his energy patterns, but also, those of other students in the 
class.  Reggie’s energy spurts and streams became meaningful feedback 
mechanisms for me. By reading them accurately, I was able to take his  ‘learning 
pulse’ as well as that of other students and the whole group. They also taught 
me that if I ‘energized’ certain activities and placed them strategically within a 
lesson plan, I was better able to focus students’ attention, engage them in their 
own learning, and transition smoothly from one class segment to another.  

A second important teaching idea pollinated by Reggie had to do with the 
importance of one’s name. It also explains the symbol that I have chosen to 
represent him – an exclamation mark.  Carlos, Nacho, Rosita, Marisol, and Miguel 
were examples of names that Wendy and I assigned to our demo-class students.  
As we ‘stamped’ their passports, we stated their new names and invited them to 
repeat what they heard.  They all did as we requested with one exception - Pepe. 
For three consecutive weeks, Reggie refused to respond to his Spanish name. 
Wendy and I wondered what part of Pepe was SO unappealing to Reggie’s three-
year-old ears?  The other eight children appeared to melt into their new 
identities; that is, they learned their names quickly and used them unhesitatingly 
in songs and finger plays.   Reggie, on the other hand, was consistent, concise, 
and definite in his response.  “No!” he would shout.  “My name’s Reggie! Don’t 
call me Pepe!”  His adamant and consistent response explains the symbol that I 
have selected to represent him – an exclamation point.  Nothing – Mexican 
candy, a special name badge, or even the possibility of wearing the mariachi hat 
persuaded him to change his mind. Wendy and I suggested other names 
including Raul, Roberto, and Rafael. None of those worked either. Reggie 
demanded to be called his “good” name. His explanation went as follows: “I AM 
Reggie, silly, NOT Pepe.  I like Reggie. Reggie’s me!”  

This little boy’s intractable stance around his name heightened my 
awareness of how cavalierly I had named students in my previous Spanish 
classes.  It also helped me acknowledge the degree of importance that students 
might unconsciously place on my knowing their names.  

Often, I remember Reggie at the beginning of a semester or workshop in 
which I am the presenter. Using a couple of simple techniques, I try to learn the 



 4 

correct pronunciation of names before the event as a way of  ‘honoring’ those in 
my presence. I especially stress the important relationship between name and 
identity with the international teaching assistants (ITAs) whom I teach.  I 
encourage those ITAs who are teaching undergraduate students to bring me 
their class lists prior to the first day of class.  Together, we practice the correct 
pronunciation of each name.  We also talk about how they want to be called; 
that is, do they want to use their Chinese, Korean, and Indian names or do they 
prefer to assume an American name. That conversation often generates 
opportunities for cross-cultural sharing around names and naming traditions, 
  While Reggie’s imprint on my teaching practice revolved around the 
importance of something as basic as how I addressed my students, Nancy’s 
impact on my pedagogy was deeper and more painful to recall.  
  
NANCY 
Symbol:  A star 
 
 Her presence illuminated not only my homeroom, but also my ninth grade 
Spanish class. Nancy looked more mature than her thirteen years and acted older 
than most of her peers. Shortly into the term, I realized that her brilliance shown 
in many ways:  she excelled in academics, was a top-scoring basketball player, 
and served responsibly as a member of Student Council. On so many dimensions, 
Nancy was a leader-in-the-making.  

My students and I were especially energized that year. It was 1970 - the 
first time our  middle school would host a weekend-long Foreign Language 
Festival.  Students registered in French, German, and Spanish classes eagerly 
orchestrated activities, designed posters, and planned menus promoting their 
various cultural ‘wares.’ After much discussion, my students voted to present 
the play, “Goldilocks and the 3 Bears.  Having decided to present a play, 
students and I planned and held auditions for specific parts.  The lead role, 
Goldilocks, went to Nancy, In fact, she was the only one to try out for that 
coveted part.   

Once selected, the cast members had two months to learn their parts. I 
was relieved that Nancy proved to be a natural She memorized lines quickly and 
delivered them convincingly. That was a wonderful gift since it freed me up to 
work more intently with the three bears, the grandmother, the wood carver, and, 
of course, the wolf. 

Finally, the day came for an after-school dress rehearsal in the school’s 
auditorium. Though the seating area remained dark, the stage lights were bright.  
In fact, when I flipped on the switch for stage front, I heard my students’ 
unbridled enthusiasm explode. Whoops, giggles, and applause rose 
simultaneously from different directions.   For a brief moment, this dark thought 
caught me off-guard – all these energized kids, and I’m the only adult present. 
That idea dissolved quickly, though, when Nancy asked me to tie back her hair 
with a long blue ribbon. As I did that, I mentioned casually that we might want to 
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practice using a microphone. Apparently, Papa Bear, acted immediately on that 
idea. He climbed a ladder to get the microphone. It was attached to a wooden 
podium that was stored on a high shelf. I was feeling fragmented by the never-
ending chorus of students calling for my help - “Senorita here,  Senorita there, 
Senorita everywhere!” 

A loud THUD brought all of us to attention. My body stiffened, and my 
stomach turned. I saw that Papa Bear was still on the ladder, the podium was on 
the floor next to Goldilocks whose arm was raised to her head. Nancy whispered,  
“Senorita, something’s happened,” then my star fell to the floor. My ‘automatic 
pilot’ took over, and I asked Mama Bear to get someone in the office to call 911. 
Within minutes, Nancy had left the stage on a gurney, and someone had turned 
on the house lights. Darkness, though, enveloped each of us who had been left 
behind. “What should I do?  How do I acknowledge my own sense of helplessness 
in front of my students? I can’t fall apart” were questions and thoughts that 
streaked across my mind. During those first few minutes, my ‘inner teacher’ 
took over, and she directed both my thoughts and actions.  First, I encouraged 
my traumatized class to sit down on the stage in a circle. Next, I suggested that 
they listen silently to their own breathing.  Finally, I invited them to see Nancy in 
the center of our circle.  I asked them to try sending their fallen colleague 
thoughts of healing and love.   

Over the short term, you might wonder what happened to the Spanish 
contribution to the Foreign Language Festival? Well, Goldilock’s understudy, as 
well as the other cast members, received a standing ovation for their portrayals. 
Prior to the play, they had dedicated the performance to Nancy, but she was 
neither able to see it nor return to school for the rest of that year. That event 
caused her to suffer a permanent brain injury, brought a lawsuit to the school 
district, and left me with a deep sense of sadness and guilt. For years after, I 
found myself mulling over if-only possibilities: for example, if only I had done 
this…. if only she had done that…if only someone had done something different!   

Though Nancy’s life touched mine only briefly in real time, she had a 
profound impact on me both inside and outside of a classroom. My ‘falling star’ 
taught me the importance of self-forgiveness and gave me new insight into the 
meaning of silence.  

 Many years after leaving my role as a junior high school teacher, I would 
think of Nancy and suffer bouts of deep grief and extreme guilt. Even with the 
guidance of a skilled therapist, (and the settling of a law suit), self-forgiveness 
evaded me. After what seemed to be a very long time, I was able to integrate 
and transform that event into one that, I believe, has made my teaching more 
effective.   

Nancy’s permanent injury and my extended grief journey in response to it, 
confronted me with having to think differently about mistakes, especially those I 
made  while teaching, and forgiving myself for them.  Over many school terms, I 
began to experience a new sense of freedom in the classroom; that is, I allowed 
myself to teach without the expectation of having to be ‘the perfect’ teacher.  
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While embracing my own limitations, I gave myself permission to be more 
courageous and creative in my teaching practice. As a result, I have grown to 
feel OK about moving outside of my instructional ‘comfort zone.’  In fact, I have 
welcomed opportunities to try out new ideas and unconventional teaching 
techniques.  

In addition to teaching me about self-forgiveness and helping me look at 
my mistakes from a different perspective, Nancy’s injury affected my teaching in 
another significant way.  Silence took on new meaning and became an effective 
teaching tool.  Immediately following the accident, silence filled the empty 
spaces within, between, and among us. It seemed to wash over all of us like a 
soothing balm. After the paramedics took Nancy away, I asked my students to 
gather around in a tight circle. From somewhere deep inside me, a voice invited 
them to envision Nancy sitting in the middle of our circle, whole, and healthy. I 
asked my young charges to sit silently and to breathe out fear, breathe in hope, 
breathe out guilt, and breathe in love. Silence calmed us and allowed our human 
feelings to surface. That day was the only time throughout my thirty-plus years 
of teaching that I wept in front of and with my students.  That day, my tears 
were for Nancy, the other students, and me.   

In the early years of my teaching, I interpreted silence to mean something 
that was equivalent to non-thinking, non-learning or non-cooperation.  Since 
Nancy’s accident and during my ‘recovery,’ silence has become a teaching tool 
that I believe has enhanced the different rhythms that I have sought to bring 
into my students’ learning environment. For example, before beginning a class, I 
often invite students to sit silently as they wait for their minds to catch up to 
their bodies.  Also, I allow silence to take on a unique role during our 
interactions.  For example, my students know that I am willing to wait upon 
silence to bring forth a response from within the group.  Finally, I have used 
silence as a way to prepare my students for an oral presentation, a quiz, or test. 
Once they receive directions for a quiz or exam, I ask them to “sit with silence” 
before actually beginning to complete the assessment.  I have shared with them 
my belief that a calm mind engages the 3Rs – relaxation, reflection, and 
recollection. Most of my students have responded positively to that silent time. 

Writing about Nancy has reinforced and reaffirmed my reasons for 
including her among my ‘super-star’ students.  Another one, whom I think of as 
being an ‘edge-dweller,’ came into my life when I was learning to supervise 
student teachers.   
 
NACHO 
Symbol:  A Rainbow 
 

It was the beginning of spring quarter, 1975 or 1976. Actually, I heard 
Nacho before I saw him.  He was whistling a Latin tune as he came down the 
second floor corridor of Peik Hall.  He entered my office with his own musical 
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accompaniment.  Nacho was quick to extend his hand.  As we touched, I felt 
zapped by a special kind of energy – one that quickly filled the room.  

Nacho oozed confidence; however, his attitude was neither arrogant nor 
off-putting.  He was wearing striped farmer overalls, a navy t-shirt, red tennis 
shoes, and a red chiffon scarf around his neck. My role was to supervise his off-
campus student teaching experience.  Shortly into our initial interview, it became 
clear that Nacho aspired to be a great teacher while ‘marching to his own drum.’ 
By the end of that first encounter, I knew that this young student teacher, from 
the border-town of El Paso, would generate unique teaching memories for 
himself, his students, and me. 

Nacho spoke Spanish as his first language; however, I immediately 
recognized that it was different from the castellano that I had learned while 
studying in Madrid or teaching at the University of Barcelona. That recognition 
made me feel uncomfortable. He was a native speaker of the language that I 
declared as my major in my penultimate year as an undergraduate. As we spoke,  
I noticed syntactic forms and lexical items that he used were both new and 
puzzling to me.  In truth, I recall feeling unnerved by his language, his 
exuberance, and his expectations.  

I worried that Nacho’s Tex-Mex Spanish, an edgy cross-cultural hybrid, 
would surely contradict pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar rules that 
appeared in the textbooks his students were using.  It did.  Unaffected by either 
written rules or spoken patterns, Nacho would bring his whole self into the 
learning environment.  He was careful to leave no part of his teaching persona at 
the classroom door.  During those times that I observed him ‘in action,’ I was 
consistently amazed at how he used creative (sometimes unorthodox) and fun 
strategies (games, songs, tongue twisters, and poems) to capture and sustain 
his students’ attention.  Being bi-dialectal, Nacho encouraged students to 
identify (and appreciate) meaningful differences between his form and the other 
forms of spoken Spanish. Throughout that quarter, I watched as all types of 
students (introverted, extroverted) were enticed to play as they memorized 
dialogues, dressed in costumes for role-plays, and stepped on partners’ toes as 
they learned the jarabe tapatio. I witnessed students, even the quiet ones, 
notice aspects of their first language/culture and embrace linguistic and cultural 
differences while having a lot of fun along the way.   

Consistent observations of Nacho made me start thinking about taking 
play more seriously in the classroom; that is, looking at the role of play as an 
element of effective teaching and  learning. I started to question why my 
‘teacher self’ most often wore a serious face in spite of the fact that I loved to 
laugh.  I took note of how seldom that light-hearted part of me took attendance 
or wrote assignments on the board.  Nacho taught me to be whole in my 
teaching in order to teach the whole student, He modeled ways of presenting 
information so that all the physical senses were engaged, consciously and 
unconsciously, in the learning process.   



 8 

Nacho excelled at bringing his own geographic border into the classroom.  
His students heard Tex Mex music, smelled and tasted Tex Mex food, and danced 
to Tex Mex rhythms. Quickly into the quarter, I let go all of my concerns about 
his linguistic and cultural uniqueness.  While honoring his own native language 
and culture, Nacho transformed many of his students by enticing them beyond 
the borders of their Spanish classroom and their Northeast Minneapolis 
neighborhood. 

I have included Nacho on the list of  ‘my magnificent seven’ because he 
never seemed to be intimidated by prescribed or expected patterns of language 
and culture. In that same vein, he insisted on dressing authentically. That meant 
donning a “signature” chiffon neck scarf everyday. Between observing him in the 
classroom and teaching him in the graduate seminar sessions, I was convinced 
that he owned at least twenty of them ranging in hues from soft pastels to jewel 
tones. As Nacho explained to me, his scarf not only completed an outfit, but it 
also served as his ‘identity badge.’ He was openly gay.  

In the 70s, most homosexuals were still living closeted lives. In public 
education, homosexuality and its cultural manifestations were, for the most part, 
invisible.  In total candor, Nacho’s flamboyant manner of dress made parts of me 
feel anxious.  When watching him relate to students, however, I knew that they 
accepted and respected him.  Yet, I wondered how his mentor teacher felt about 
Nacho’s sense of fashion. To address that concern and others that I had openly, 
I requested a meeting in which Nacho, the mentor, and I talked about our 
professional viewpoints regarding Nacho’s teaching style.   

I agonized about that meeting!  I was unable to sleep the night before it 
because I did not want to hurt anyone’s feelings or create obstacles that really 
were not there. As we spoke, Nacho again insisted on being authentic with us as 
he was with his students.  That option was never open for discussion.  His 
stance meant that he would walk, talk, and dress in ways that were true to his 
core sense of identity.  Nacho’s way of dressing never posed a problem for his 
mentor instructor, and my qualms were alleviated during that meeting.  
Throughout the quarter, Nacho continued to set off each ensemble with a 
chiffon scarf, and he selected his footwear from among red, blue, black, and 
silver tennis shoes.  
 In terms of my teaching self and classroom practice, Nacho taught me a 
few major lessons: 1) If you give your students the gift of your authentic self, 
they might be moved to explore (and perhaps embrace) aspects of their own 
authenticity; 2) If you teach without fear of your own vulnerabilities, you will 
create a space in which self-respect and mutual acceptance will thrive, and 3) If 
you engage students in sensory/experiential learning, magic might happen.      

As an end-note to my recollection of Nacho, I remember that he made 
Friday afternoons extremely special for his students. Frequently, he would play 
the guitar and encourage interested students to join him as percussionists and 
singers in a small conjunto or band. During those times, Nacho served as an 
enthusiastic guide as he took students on cross-cultural field trips without ever 
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leaving Room 350. When I was able to observe those special occasions, I saw 
silent students singing enthusiastically, serious students laughing at themselves, 
and tentative students displaying self-confidence as they ‘tried on’ different 
Latino dance rhythms and movements.  

That magical time created a marvelous memory for me, Nacho, his 
students, and members of the student body in general. Nacho’s real-life 
conjunto was invited by the Student Council to play during the Prom intermission 
that spring. Dressed ‘to the nines’ in a light blue tuxedo, red tennis shoes, and 
yellow chiffon scarf, Nacho earned a place in the school yearbook, and garnered 
a spot and on my list of most influential students.  
  
SAUWO 
Symbol:  A light bulb 
 

When working with her, I would often ask the same question, “Can your 
pencil ever be too sharp?”  Sauwo would cover her mouth, laugh aloud, and 
explain that she needed a really sharp point to “make the alphabits.”  It was the 
late eighties when Sauwo became my student and I, of course, became hers.  
She was a Liberian immigrant, a war-weary wife, and wise grandmother. I had 
accepted a temporary ESL teaching position in a newly designed Adult Basic 
Education (ABE) summer literacy program. The curriculum focused primarily on 
reading skills, but students were also expected to work with a few units of basic 
civics in preparation for becoming a U.S. citizen.  

During our initial conversation, I noticed much more about Sauwo than her 
penchant for using sharp pencils – slender fingers, hearty laugh, colorful African 
dress, large earrings, and extremely “fossilized” English (habituated speech 
patterns that are error-prone).  

Sauwo had been in Minnesota for three years helping her daughter raise 
twin girls. The other members of her “back home family” (husband, and two 
sons) remained in Liberia. Because of her husband’s work, Sauwo had accepted 
living apart from him for most of their married life. Referring to those times, she 
called herself a “mostly alone motha.” Her daughter, by contrast, was an “always 
alone motha.”   

Sauwo’s dream was to read stories to the “grambabes” before they were 
able to read to her. Whenever she spoke of those little girls, her eyes, mouth, 
hands would become animated. Her devotion to them became visible. As her ESL 
teacher, I desperately wanted to help her realize her goal.  Unfortunately, I knew 
that whatever was stopping her existed somewhere between her brain, her 
mouth, and her hands.  Something seemed to intercept the messages sent from 
her brain to her fingers and organs of articulation. Rather than engendering 
feelings of accomplishment and pride in my ABE student, I was consistently 
using teaching strategies that brought out her feelings of self-anger and 
frustration.   
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At first, I found myself becoming extremely tense because Suawo’s sense 
of self seemed to be attached to the minute hand on the wall clock. I felt that it 
changed quickly and quietly.  In one breath, she would boast of her 
accomplishments, but in the next, she would spiral downward towards a space of 
extreme self-deprecation. During those dark moments, Sauwo would insist that I 
give her words to spell. Filled with low expectations, she invariably would write 
down incorrect letters. The phonics that she had learned so well failed her. At 
those times, the pressure she applied to the pencil would cause the tips to snap 
off.  Next, she would erase all the letters so hard that a hole would often appear 
in the paper. Somehow her intense efforts to “do it right,” produced the 
unintended consequence of extreme self-criticism. 

I recall feeling stymied by her mercurial mood swings.  As a result, I 
started to question my teaching strategies as well as my professional 
competence. When Sauwo felt like a failure, so did I.  What was I to do?  When 
would I start helping her? STOP!  That was the word that kept popping into my 
mind.  STOP what?  STOP working so hard and START having some fun with this 
wonderful woman!.   

The next time Sauwo and I met, I suggested that we try some new 
approaches to meeting her goal.  First, I substituted her sharpened pencils with a 
box of crayons. Next, I gave her this ‘mantram; to repeat daily in front of a 
mirror as she was applying her make-up:  

Every day through fun and play 
 I’m reading (or writing) better and better! 

(The assignment was to say the phrase as if she truly believed it) 
Over the next couple of weeks, sandpaper letters, children’s rhymes, finger 
games, simple songs, colorful flags, and personal snapshots became our learning 
materials. I watched Sauwo became more relaxed.  Her inner level of comfort 
became evident through how she held her crayons – no more pinching and 
snapping!  Two weeks before the end of the program, my co-teacher was telling 
the story behind the American flag to our students.  Sauwo got up from her 
desk and walked towards me. I was busy preparing the next language activity in 
the back of the room.  She sat down next to me, unfolded a piece of paper, then 
wrote:  

My flag is red whit and blu.  It has 1 star.   
After writing those two sentences, she read them to me.  The light bulb of 
absolute knowing suddenly switched from off to on.  We looked at each other 
and started to cry. 
 Sauwo touched my memory, heart, and teaching practice.  Here was a 
woman who, having survived untold stressors, wanted desperately to attain a 
clear and realistic goal -.learning to read a simple children’s story book and to 
write her name along with the names of her family members and country. Sauwo 
reinforced basic concepts that I had felt about the role of reflection in the 
processes of teaching and learning.  As Sauwo infused me with her anxiety, I 
reflected that same feeling back to her.  Also, as I grew more apprehensive 
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about my own abilities, she reflected that same feeling back to me.  Our 
interactions with each other underscored the idea that teaching and learning are 
all about reflection.  Assumptions that I brought to the teaching act reflected 
my implicit beliefs about it.  Behaviors that I engaged in while teaching, reflected 
cultural attitudes I held towards it.  Assumptions and behaviors that Sauwo 
brought to the experience of learning, reflected implicit beliefs she held about 
herself and her innate abilities.  
 A second gift that Sauwo brought to my teaching practice was  
permission to use teaching materials that experts may have considered to be 
developmentally inappropriate.  In spite of being well beyond middle age, Sauwo 
enjoyed learning nursery rhymes, singing children’s songs, saying tongue 
twisters, and filling in letters with color crayons.  By removing the booklets, 
pencils and pens, I somehow lifted Sauwo out of an academic space and invited 
her to play with me in a learning space.  In the former, she saw herself unable to 
reach her goals. In the latter, she relaxed, and colored herself successful.   .   
 
DANIEL 
Symbol:  Two balloons 
 
 ‘Dan the man’ was his moniker.  I heard his buddies call him that when 
they were passing in the halls or waiting in the lunch line. Daniel (his real and 
Spanish name) came into my life when I was a first-year teacher.  He embodied 
traits that would have made most novice instructors ‘quake in their boots.’  In 
fact, that was my initial response to him.  Dan was a big boy.  That is, he was 
around 6’1 and weighed close to 200 lbs. He wore his hair long and sported a 
large two-letter tattoo, DM, on his right forearm.  During our first classroom 
encounter, I took special note of his tattoo - at the end of the M was an open-
mouthed snake’s head showing two long fangs. It soon became apparent to me 
that, along with his tattoo, Daniel had acquired quite a reputation at the high 
school.  For example, during one of my first prep hours spent in the faculty 
lounge, my colleagues began to snicker when I mentioned that he was enrolled in 
my beginning Spanish class.  Also, in the teachers’ lunchroom, Dan’s name often 
generated exasperated sighs and once in awhile gut-wrenching groans. Indeed, 
Dan was THE MAN who caused my teaching peers to raise their eyebrows and 
shrug their shoulders. 

The symbol I have ascribed to Dan are two balloons.  The reason for that 
choice lies in a ‘teachable moment’ between Daniel and me.  It happened on the 
day that I was introducing the unit on parts of the body.  The bell had rung, and 
I had begun the class when Dan entered the room.  All eyes were drawn to him 
as he strode silently to his desk.  Under his white t-shirt, Dan had somehow 
attached two semi-inflated balloons to his pectoral muscles. The first words he 
spoke were, “let’s start learning the good parts, senorita.  What’s the word for 
these (pinching both balloons) en espanol?” Naturally, his peers (and I) began to 
laugh.  But the moment of truth quickly followed the laughter.  Silence spread 
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over the class like fog. What should I do?  So many pairs of eyes were staring at 
me.   How should I react to this in-houaw comic? Would it be best to employ the 
well-established pattern of making sure that Dan spends after-school time in 
detention? For some unknown reason, I chose to engage a different tactic.  I 
thanked him for his creative costuming and asked his if he’d be willing to come 
to the front of the class and serve as our live model. Once again, I sensed the 
tension building.  It broke when Dan agreed. He rose from his desk and used the 
aisle as his runway. DM turned out to be a great sport – striking poses as if he 
were in front of a camera.  That day, my students learned the Spanish equivalent 
not only of what Dan considered to be the human body’s  “good parts,” but also 
those that might be considered to be more anatomically neutral. I learned to 
trust my intuition and employ the unexpected. 
 In addition to ‘pushing my buttons’ in Spanish class, Dan did the same 
thing in the lunch-hour study hall that I was supervising. The first time I walked 
into the classroom, I was struck by its size.  It was huge!  I recall thinking that a 
wall must have been removed in order to create such an oversized classroom.  
Not only was the space enormous, but every desk in it was occupied.  The 
students represented all grade levels, all learning styles, and all levels of 
motivation.  I soon learned that my study hall was a ‘holding tank’ for challenging 
students; that is, those attempting to leave campus during lunch, those smoking 
outside the building, and those creating chaos in other classes. Daniel and his 
cronies were members of the last group. 
 To maintain a sense of control, I quickly tried to establish a routine in the 
class – students entered and settled-in, I took attendance, and they began to 
focus on preparing reports, completing reading assignments, or revising papers.  
Dan and a few other members of his cohort sat together in the back, left-hand 
corner of the room.  While they rarely caused any commotion, I remember a 
lunch period when Dan’s comedic antics made him one of my most remembered 
‘teachers.’  

 I was walking around the room to convey the message, ‘I’m here and I’m 
in charge.’  As I approached Dan’s corner, he and his buddies began to snicker.  
DM was obviously trying to stifle a laugh.  As I walked closer to him, he closed a 
magazine, opened the desktop, and put the publication inside.  Feeling 
empowered, I asked DM to show me what he had been reading.  He responded 
eagerly.   Looking me in the eye, he pulled out the latest copy of “Playboy.”  
Laughter broke out all around him, and it spread quickly in all directions. I sensed 
all of my authority ;going down the drain.’ In silence, I turned away from Daniel 
and walked toward the front of the class.  My intent was to use the wall phone 
to call the Assistant Principal’s office. This time, DM had earned time in 
detention.   

As soon as I began to dial for help, the entire phone fell off the wall. 
Crash!  Daniel had loosened all of the screws and had choreographed the entire 
scene prior to the beginning of the study hall. He had anticipated my responses, 
and I executed them almost on cue. Once again, all eyes were on me, and my 
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flight or fight response ignited students’ laughter.  It spread like fire from side to 
side and front to back. Again, I faced the question, to detain or not to detain? 
Instead of pulling a ‘power card,’ I started to clap and repeat “Bravo!” .The rest 
of study hall quickly joined me. I invited Dan to stand up and take a well-
deserved bow. Having acknowledged his creativity and pre-planning, I asked him 
to use the screwdriver in his shirt pocket to re-hang the phone before the end of 
class. Finally, I told Dan that, while I had no intention of confiscating his 
magazine, I expected him to apologize to me and others in the study hall who 
might have found it to be offensive. I found myself in a familiar silent stand off. 
Dan’s apology to me and his peers broke the silence. 

The final episode that ensured Dan’s making the ‘final cut’ for my list of 
“Magnificent Seven” involved my 1969 beige VW bug. The teachers’ parking lot 
was located in front of the school’s main entrance.  I had claimed a spot, and 
consistently parked close to an entrance/exit driveway. That space had served 
me well during the fall and over the winter months.  As spring arrived, I 
continued to nestle my ‘bug’ into its familiar spot..  One afternoon, I came out of 
school and noticed that my car was on the sidewalk.  I must have gasped and 
looked around to see if anyone were watching – especially the police. Not 
knowing what else to do, I got in the car, started it, and drove on to the street.  
The same thing happened intermittently throughout the months of March and 
April.  On a couple of occasions, I had to search around the building for my car.  
Something told me that Daniel was part of this prank.  

 Sure enough! One Friday afternoon my VW .was nowhere in sight, but 
Dan was.  He and two friends were watching me from a second-floor window.  I 
was angry, and I ordered him to come out and talk to me.  Dan complied 
immediately.  Seeing my state of exasperation, he apologized and told me that 
my car was near the football field.  He also thanked me for being such a “great 
sport” during the year.  As a demonstration of his admiration for me, Dan said 
that if I ever needed/wanted anything for my VW, he could easily get his hands 
it. I thanked him for his offer, but declined it. I told him that it wasn’t my wish to 
see him arrested for any kind of auto theft. 

Daniel received a B in my beginning Spanish class. He graduated that 
spring, and I smiled as he sauntered across the gym stage and gave the principal 
a bear hug instead of a handshake. For several years, DM was not on my radar. 
One morning, having just co-taught an ESL pronunciation class, I was leaving to 
Folwell Hall.  As I was leaving the building, Dan was entering.  We looked at each 
other, and I said the word, “globos” (the Spanish word for balloons). We both 
started to laugh. DM told me that he was finishing his undergraduate degree in 
Speech and Theater with a Spanish minor. He went on to thank me for my 
patience and sense of humor when dealing with him in high school. Without 
knowing it, I had become a role model because I was able to laugh at myself and 
with my students.   

That brief encounter is one that I have treasured for almost three 
decades.  It was gratifying to hear a former student say “thank you,” humbling 
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to realize the impact that I/my teaching had on a young man’s life, and 
reinforcing to acknowledge the powerful connection between laughter and 
learning. 

  
MR. PARK 
Symbol:  A coffee cup 
 
 He would enter the classroom right at 6:30, and his wife would come in a 
few minutes later.  Mr. Park, a young 72 in body and mind, delighted in 
announcing to the class that his “chauffer” was parking the car.  Mr. and Mrs. 
Park were two of thirteen registrants in a Tuesday evening ESL/ABE class.  I 
quickly came to refer to this group as my ‘baker’s dozen.’  I believe that most of 
them never really understood that label.  As their teacher, I was to begin class at 
6:30 and end it at 8:30.  Somewhere in the middle, my students were to let me 
know that they were ready for a well-earned break. 

My ESL class was located in a basement room of Sheridan Junior High 
School, Students came from several Eastern European countries, Mexico, and 
Korea.  What made their demographic profile unique was their age range. The 
youngest was in her mid-thirties and the oldest was eighty-one. 

At that time in language teaching pedagogy, the audio-lingual approach 
was in vogue. As its name suggests, students would first listen to the spoken 
stimuli and then repeat what they had heard.  I was intent on making the 
students’ time with me meaningful, fast moving, and fun. This group was 
especially fond of practicing pronunciation using minimal pair exercises.  Mr. Park 
appeared to come alive whenever I put that type of drill on the overhead 
projector.  His sitting posture became more erect, and he adjusted his 
eyeglasses.  I knew that he was ready to ‘let the games begin.’  

I specifically recall a drill that highlighted two particularly challenging 
contrasts in English for Korean speakers, the [p] versus [f].  An example of a 
minimal pair drill for those two sounds appears below: 

 
 1          2 
pat fat 
pin  fin 
port fort 
shipped  shift 
wrapped raft 
cap calf 
reap reef 
 
a) The pin/fin was sharp. 
b) I see a port/fort. 
c) The cap/calf is black. 
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My directions to the class that night probably sounded something like the 
following: 

1) Let’s practice saying the words in column A.  Repeat after me. 
2) Now, let’s say the words in column B.   
3) Now, let’s contrast each pair.  Be sure to pay attention to how you 

say the [p] and [f] sounds.  Listen and repeat.  Pat      Fat 
4) Next, I’m going to cover my mouth.  Listen as I say a word from either 

row 1 or 2.  You tell me if it from the first row or the second row. 
5) I’m still keeping my mouth covered.  Listen as I say a word from either 

row 1 or 2.  You tell me if it’s a [p] or a [f] 
6) Now, I want you to practice with a partner, the person sitting next to 

you.  
Students would engage in paired practice for a couple of minutes.  After that, I 
would have them practice the sounds in the context of a sentence. Directions 
for that segment of the activity might have sounded something like this: 

1) Look at sentence (a).  I’m going to say it with the [p] word. The pin 
was sharp.  Please repeat. 

2) Now, listen to me say it using the [f] sound.  The fin was sharp.  
Repeat please. 

3) Finally, I’ll contrast the two words.  Tell me which sound I used, [p] or 
[f]. 

After practicing all of the sentences with me, I asked students to continue 
working on the drill with a partner.  Mr. Park always chose to pair up with his 
wife. He relished the competition created between the two of them.  Often I 
would eavesdrop on their exchanges.  That night, after a brief period of time, 
they seemed to have mastered the distinction both aurally and orally. The class 
continued buzzing for another minute or two.  Suddenly, Mr. Park stood up, and 
delivered this announcement in a loud and authoritative voice:   
 

“Teacher, I think it’s time we take a cuff of coppee.” 
 

I, and others, began to laugh almost hysterically.  In spite of the controlled and 
guided practice that Mr. Park had clearly mastered when competing with his wife, 
he was unable to transfer his new knowledge to an authentic context.  His new 
learning lacked relevance. Mr. Park and his spontaneous declaration comes to my 
mind frequently when I am preparing to teach an ESL class or actually standing 
in front of international teaching assistants.  Because of it, I make intentional 
efforts to design language activities and exercises that are relevant to my 
students’ lives, needs, and interests.   

In addition to teaching me a clear lesson about relevance, Mr. Park gave 
me a deeper appreciation of the role competition might have in the classroom.  
Students of all ages, appear to enjoy learning in teams and competing as teams.  
Rewards and incentives that I have used have included individual wrapped 
Hershey kisses to University of MN stickers and stationery. During that class, 
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competition and confidence brought Mr. Park  ‘to the plate,’ but his unconscious 
patterns struck him out.   
 
MR. POON  
Symbol: Ying/Yang 
 
 His smiling face will be etched forever in my mind.  A broad, toothy grin 
greeted me twice daily during a spring quarter in the early eighties.  Mr. Poon 
was registered in two ESL classes that I taught: Basic Pronunciation and 
Intermediate Grammar.  Though chronologically older than his mostly Latin 
American and Middle Eastern peers, Mr. Poon’s classmates thought he was much 
younger than his actual age.  Perhaps his slight stature (around 5’ 2”) and high 
voice contributed to that misconception. 
 The Latinos expressed special regard for him – especially for his name.  
They consistently called him,  “Mr. Espoon.”  That mangled moniker always made 
him and the entire class laugh. In casual conversations, he was also called the  
“Map Man.”  As a visiting scholar in geography, Mr. Poon (aka Poon) gifted our 
classroom with a large wall map of the world. I appreciated his generosity 
because the map became a convenient resource for talking about time, 
topography, sports, climate, cuisine, and cultural traditions.  When I entered the 
classroom, I often found Poon standing near the map.  In that space, his inner 
teacher came to the fore.  I watched him invite students to locate their 
hometowns and cities with colored punch pins, and then to share a special 
thought or insight about that ‘sacred space’ on planet earth.  

In spite of his gregarious demeanor and quick mind, speaking English 
proved to be a challenge for Poon.  It appeared as if he were unable to wrap his 
tongue around some sounds and unwrap it for others.  After several one-to-one 
consultations with me for additional pronunciation help, Mr. Poon asked if I would 
like to hear something about his life back home. Of course I said, “yes,” and I felt 
deeply honored by the fact that he chose to share something of his personal life 
with me.  

He began by asking me to look at the wall map with him.  As he 
referenced strange sounding places, Mr. Poon started to share stories of his 
family, his schooling, and his teaching experiences prior to the uprising of the 
Khmer Rouge.  I followed his narrative closely, and demonstrated my interest by 
asking him intermittent questions, such as: “What did your father do for work?  
Does your married sister have children?  Do you have nieces and nephews?” As 
he spoke, I took note of how Poon’s life as the responsible elder son and 
accomplished scholar had been riddled with loss - the visible and invisible kinds 
of losses that accompany political, social, economic, and personal upheaval. 
While feeling captivated by his story-telling skills, I recall experiencing a sense of 
uneasiness. At times, it felt as if I were eavesdropping on an intimate tale or a 
final confession.  
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During that brief exchange, I witnessed Mr. Poon’s body and voice become 
that of an orphaned child, a disillusioned teacher, a grieving widower, and a 
dashed dreamer. He stopped his conversation leaving me holding much of his 
pain.  My student had taken me to key stops on his life path of sorrows, and I 
felt his sadness blend with my own.  

At the end of his informal ‘presentation, Mr. Poon told me of his intention 
to return to Cambodia at the end of his academic work at the University. That 
meant that he would be going back to Cambodia in approximately one year. I 
tried to listen respectfully to his rationale for returning to his homeland, but Mr. 
Poon’s stories raised questions for me that I wanted and needed, to ask.  So, I 
did.  
Q:  How can you be so happy when you have suffered so much? 
A.  That’s all history.  I can’t change history - only how I think and feel about it.   
Q:  You’re always smiling, Mr. Poon. What does that grin really mean?  
A.  I am here.  I am safe.  I am healthy, I am hopeful.  
Q:  But why do you want to go back to Cambodia at this time? Isn’t it 
dangerous? 
A.  Of course it’s dangerous there.  But it’s my home.  They’re my people, and 
they are suffering.  I will return.  
 

Mr. Poon and I shared many ideas and insights during subsequent 
meetings, Those unfolded over the summer and into the following year. I took 
him out for a farewell dinner at a restaurant in Dinkytown.  There, he gave me 
two beautiful teacups and saucers.  When the time came to part, teacher from 
teacher and friend from friend, neither of us was able to say the words, “good-
bye.”  Instead, we let a long hug speak for us. Mr. Poon left Minnesota that 
weekend. We corresponded for several months, maybe six or seven. I remember 
writing him a long letter describing my dream of beginning a doctoral program in 
foreign language education.  Mr. Poon never replied.  I wrote him three more 
letters after that one.  None was answered or returned. After awhile, I stopped 
both writing and waiting.  

How did Mr. Poon affect my teaching practice? That answer lies in the 
visual representation I chose for him – the symbol for ying/yang.  In his strength, 
vulnerability was present, and in his vulnerability, strength was present. Without 
ever asking or knowing, I chose Mr. Poon to be my mentor.  He taught me about 
the importance of ambiguity and the prevalence of paradox in the classroom and 
in life.  An example of the latter is that he was as much my teacher as I was his.  
Throughout the years, I have sensed Poon’s influence on my classroom practice.  
I am grateful to him for modeling how to move courageously towards the 
unknown/the new, for demonstrating how to welcome change and its by-
products - loss and transition, and for acknowledging not only the connectivity 
between/among all things, but also the anchors (the people, places, and things) 
that represent our physical, emotional, and spiritual roots.  
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The influences that shape teachers’ lives and that 
move teachers’ actions are … likely to be found in a 
complex web of formative memories and experiences. 

           Stephen Brookfield (p.49) 
 

For me, creating this memoir about my life in teaching has proven 
Brookfield’s statement true.  My efforts to make meaning through 
autobiographical connections with a handful of students has provided me with a 
rich vein of experiences and memories. I have tried to mine those using the tools 
of discernment, reflection, love, and courage.  In truth, I discovered that the 
task not only generated new knowledge, but it also tapped into unresolved grief, 
unexpected blockages, and enduring anxieties. Initially, one the hardest things 
for me to do was to identify those students and experiences that transformed 
my self-perception as a teacher and my classroom practices. I discovered that 
the task of honing down the list was more visceral than intellectual. In fact, in a 
couple of cases, I wanted NOT to include a specific student because it would 
have been easier for me to do so.  I knew that writing about our connection 
would provoke anxiety, sadness, and regret. Somehow, I realized that, for those 
very reasons, I had to include that particular student, and I did. 

Forcing myself to reflect critically about memorable students from the 
past (as well as potential readers in the future) has provided an examined 
rationale for me to believe that teachers are like architects; that is, they design 
space, select materials, create innovative outcomes, and engender patterns of 
interaction that may well change not only the landscape of their students’ 
outside world, but also the inner terrain of their bodies, minds, and hearts.  
 
 
Brookfield, Stephen D. (1995).  Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher.  San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.   

 
 


